S U M M ARY The number of motor units in a muscle, the abductor pollicis longus (APL), supplied by the radial nerve was estimated. In 40 APL muscles of control subjects, the mean number of motor units was found to be 421±99 (SD). Ten patients underwent conventional EMG examination to confirm the clinical suspicion of denervation in radial nerve territory. All presented a significant reduction in the number of motor units in the APL muscle. These results show that this method is useful in the evaluation of muscles supplied by the radial nerve.
A quantal method was described by McComas et al. (1971) for estimating the number of functioning motor units within a human muscle. Weak stimuli of increasing intensity were applied to the nerve innervating the muscle, and the summated electrical responses of single motor units were then compared with the maximum evoked muscular response. An investigation of the number of the motor units in one of the muscles innervated by the radial nerve has not been undertaken previously. The abductor pollicis longus (APL) was chosen because of its relatively isolated and superficial position among the muscles of the forearm. These conditions have permitted the recording of the action potentials without significant interference from other muscles supplied by the radial nerve.
Methods
Forty APL muscles were studied in 26 healthy subjects of both sexes who were aged between 16 and 43 years and had no evidence of neurological abnormalities. In addition, 10 patients suspected of having denervation of APL were studied; two of these had motor neurone disease, three had radial nerve palsies, three had cervical radiculopathies, and two had brachial neuropathy. In each case, the ambient temperature was regulated at 22-240C and the subjects were examined on a couch with the arm pronated.
Surface electrodes were used for nerve stimulation and for recording muscle responses. The stimulating electrodes were chlorided silver convex discs, 10 mm in diameter, which were mounted in a Plexiglass holder so that their centres were 30 mm apart. The recording electrodes were constructed out of 6 mm wide silver foil; the stigmatic and reference electrodes were 22 mm in length while the earth (ground) electrode measured 60 mm. The electrodes were coated with a conducting jelly, and the stigmatic electrode was placed so as to cover the endplate zone, which was found to lie transversely across the muscle some 70 mm proximal to the styloid process of the radius (Fig. 1) The mean estimated number of motor units in the 40 control muscles was 421+rL99 (SD) with a range of 272-666; the mean increment was 13.3+4.9 ,V. The M waves evoked by supramaximal stimulation had a mean value 5.5-+ 1.9 mV.
PATIENTS
Ten patients with clinical evidence of either radial nerve lesions or C7-C8 root lesions were submitted to APL motor unit counting and the results are given in Tables 1-4 . Three patients with unilateral radial nerve palsy (Table 1) (Fig. 3) Figure 4 illustrates the number of motor units of control subjects and patients, according to age and nature of disease. 
